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W. RYAN 


MR. CASTORINA: My name is Ron Castorina. 
I'm at Division 8 conducting an interview with 
Lieutenant William Ryan. With me is -- 

MR. CUNDARI: George Cundari. 

Q. Your name, sir? 

A. Lieutenant William Ryan, Ladder 85. 

Q. Lieutenant, could you tell me, on September 
11th, 2001, on that particular day, the events that 
took place that you can recall? 

A. I guess I'll start at the Staten Island 
ferry. That's where I was when I first -- you know, I 
was on the bow of the Staten Island ferry. I should 
have been on the 9:00 o'clock boat, but they stopped 
all the boats because both towers had been hit 
already. I didn't see the planes hit the towers. I 
just heard it. They held the boat up, and I guess they 
held the boat up for probably 50 minutes, 40 minutes, 
to wait for the Staten Island police task force, and we 
waited for them to load like four vans with like 40 
cops. Meanwhile, about 20 to 30 off-duty firefighters 
assembled on the boat. We were about parallel to 
Governors Island when the first tower collapsed. 

MR. CASTORINA: Excuse me one second. The 


time is 1:25, 1325 hours. 
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A. The ferry boat was probably parallel to 
Governors Island at the time the first tower came 
down. The dust cloud was pretty tremendous. As soon 
as they slipped into the ferry terminal, we got off the 
boat and we started walking up. We decided as we 
approached that -- we could see the wind was blowing a 
little from the west, so the cloud most likely would go 
east. So we decided to go west. We figured it might 
be a little easier to breathe. 

We had no idea what we were going into. We 
didn't know at the time it was a terrorist attack. We 
didn't know the towers had collapsed completely. We 
couldn't see anything from our vantage point. We just 
knew we were headed up there, figuring somebody needed 
help, and we just went up. 

Q. What did you think you were responding to at 
that point? 

A. Well, we knew we had fire. We knew we had 
partial collapse. 

Q. From an explosion or -- 

A. Yes. Well, we heard a loud boom when we were 
getting ready to dock the ferry. Probably the jet fuel 
igniting, I assume. I was with Deputy Chief Blaich and 


Battalion Chief Billy Blaich, and about, like I said, 
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20 firemen. Some had bunker gear; some didn't. We 
were thinking chemical warfare also at the time. We 
actually did mention that on the boat because the 
police had gas masks and we didn't. 

As soon as we got off the boat, we were in 
the dust cloud. You couldn't breathe. I had a bandana 
wrapped around my face. It was hard to see. Civilians 
were all over covered with shit. We just started 
walking through Battery Park. We were trying to go 
west and go up north, west-north. 

When we got just to the other side of the 
park, I assume -- I couldn't really tell you where I 
was. I just assume we were outside Battery Park headed 
up West Street. We ran into a couple of firefighters 
who were dazed, confused, and we took their bunker gear 
off them, asked them if we could have their gear, their 
helmets and their coats, and we continued up. By the 
time we got to where we started operating out of 
Liberty and West, we probably had about ten guys in 
uniform. We actually even found some Battalion Chief 
and we took his handie-talkie off him. 

We weren't in there 30 seconds and we picked 
up our first Mayday. Chief Blaich had the radio. 


Deputy Chief Blaich had the radio and he had a crew of 
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guys, and the guy had told us, "Mayday. Mayday. 
Engine 65 with a Mayday. I'm stuck in my rig. My rig 
is on fire." The Chief just asked him, "Where are 
you?" He said, "The last I remember, I was parked on 
West Street about 50 yards north of Liberty." 

We couldn't tell where we were. I mean, I'd 
even worked down there seven years. I didn't know 
where I was standing in the street. 

Q. It was very foggy? 

A. Visibility possibly 30 feet at best and you 
could only see shadows. You could see several fires, 
dozens of fires, things blowing up, cars on fire, fire 
trucks, 113 where I was working for a while on fire. 
I've never seen anything like it. No one ever has. 
Chaos. 

So we find a street post and we dust off the 
sign and we see we're at Liberty and West. We assume 
the guy is in the pile right to our left. We had no 
water. We find a rig and we get it started. The 
hydrant is no good. Together, as a unit, we decided 
we've got to split up and get water. So I said let's 
stretch into one of the buildings close to there and 
use the standpipe water. 


We ended up getting water. We got water 
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through a standpipe. We used a deck pipe, stretched it 
two and a half, knocked the fire down. Guys got in 
there and they ended up getting the guy from 65 out, 
and he was banged up pretty good. 

Q. Who was that? Do you know who that was? 

A. That was the chauffeur. I don't even know 
his name. I've seen his name on the list. I didn't 
know him. 

Then right from that, we just kept moving. 
Me and all the other guys, I've spoken to them since, I 
expected to find more people. The fact is there was 


nobody around. It was gray. I remember it being real 


gray, dark. 

Q. Both buildings were down at that time? 

A. I assume, yes. I don't know. I guess they 
were because they said -- I don't know. They were 18 


minutes apart? Yes. So the first command post, as I 
found out later on, was crushed. That was under that 
bridge. 65's rig was just south of that bridge that 
collapsed where the first command post was set up. I 
know that from talking to friends later. It's probably 
this bridge right here, this pedestrian bridge. The 
furthest north one collapsed, and 65 was probably right 


about here, this guy, somewhere. He's right in front 
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of this building because we took water from this 
building, stretched to a pumper here, and we worked our 
way down. I mean, everything was so hard to work. 

Q. It's marked on the map? 

A. You're climbing over tons of debris. I 
assume he was under about two or three stories of 
I-beams. It was a nightmare. This pedestrian bridge 
was still up. So we were by there. That's the only 
thing I can use as a landmark, basically. 

When we got word that they were getting him 
out, I kind of left because they really didn't need me 
over there anymore. They had a bunch of guys, and 
Chief Blaich grabbed me back over here and wanted to 
try to do something else. We were working in the 
pile. We were just looking for guys. He picked up a 
Mayday again. I think at that time we picked up a 
Mayday for 39 Engine and I think Ladder 6, and he was 
trying to get coordinates as to where we were. 

We still had no idea what was going on. I 
didn't know the towers had both collapsed all the way. 
We didn't know. A couple of guys I've talked to since 
then said they didn't know. No one knew. 

Then we just started more lines trying to put 


out some of the fires. At that time we had no idea of 
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the magnitude of what we were up against. It was like 
pissing in the street. We just started knocking down 
fires. There were all kinds of fires all in here. 
There was a big fire going right here on Liberty right, 
I guess, west of 10 and 10, they are over here 
somewhere. We were over here. 

So we have no water. We were operating off 
whatever standpipe water was coming out of the 
standpipes in the adjoining buildings. The hydrants 
were no good. Later on someone comes up with a line 
from the street, but that's like three hours later. We 
just kept searching. We were just looking around for 
bodies. Guys were coming out. Firemen were coming out 
of the pile. 

I ran into the probie from 5 Truck that I 
knew, Frucci, Bill Frucci, and he survived both 
collapses. He jumped on 5 Truck's rig. I was up in 
here somewhere by Liberty, just next to the No. 2 
tower, I guess, right to the left of it, and I found 
him stumbling around. He was covered with debris. I 
asked him where the rest of 5 was and he was like, 
"They're all dead." I said, "what do you mean?" He 
said, "Well, they're in the tower." Then I questioned 


him again, "Where were you?" He was fuzzy. So I sat 
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him down. I had put water in my backpack that I 
grabbed from the ferry. I gave him a bottle of water 
and I sat with him and I told him, "Just sit here for a 
minute." I made him sit about a half hour. 

We kept searching, looking through the piles 
for guys, and guys were coming out. There were firemen 
coming out of that pile. I went back to him later. He 
ended up telling me later that Lieutenant Warchola 
wouldn't let him in the building. He ordered him to 
stay outside. He survived both collapses standing in 
front of 10 an 10. I don't know how he did it. He 
said the first time it blew him into 10 and 10, and 
then he got up and started looking for guys, and then 
the second one came down. 

Q. Did he say where Rescue 5 was? 

A. Ladder 5 that was. 

Q. Or Ladder 5? 

A. He just told me they went into the tower. He 
didn't know. I know now that they were in the north 
tower. They were in the first tower. I spoke to the 
guys. 24 Engine was in the same house with them. They 
survived. A Lieutenant from there told me they were 
both on the 37th floor together and some Chief came 


running by and told them to drop their gear and get 
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out. He said they had no communications on the 
handie-talkies. That was the only message they got. 5 
Truck went right. 24 Engine went left. 5 is all 

dead. 24 is all alive. They have a story of their 
own. They ended up carrying some woman down the whole 
way, not the whole way, nine stories. 

Anyway, back to me, we just kept busy. Time 
was flying. I had no idea where time was going. The 
first time I looked at my watch, it was 1:30 in the 
afternoon. I was very thirsty. I stopped for water. 

I had hooked Frucci up with a couple of other guys that 
were walking around, stumbling around, and we assisted 
them all and told them to head to the ferry. I told 
them head to the boats. Basically, the advice we were 
giving everybody was get off Manhattan, get off 
Manhattan as fast as you could. We wanted everybody to 
get out of there because we didn't know what was going 
on. We knew something big was up, but we didn't know 
how big. We had fire all around us. Fire was 
everywhere. 90 West, which is this building right 
here, was fully involved. 

Looking back at my notes, we had almost a 
third alarm assignment of firefighters in there at one 


point or volunteers that came up afterwards. Chief 
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Hayden came later. He ended up moving the guys out of 
there. But I'll get back to that. 

So at this point we just keep looking through 
the debris, assembling guys, trying to get our act 
together. We were taking tools off the trucks that 
were there. We had no masks, no equipment. I was 
still in just a T-shirt and sneakers. So Deputy Chief 
Blaich grabbed me, and that's when he asked me if I had 
a notepad, and I started writing notes and he made me 
the command post coordinator. He had a handie-talkie 
and he was communicating with his brother Billy, who 
was up in the pile somewhere talking to 6 Truck. 

They ended up making a rescue later. I don't 
know. I wasn't involved in that. I know at 1:33 p.m. 
is when they got them out because I wrote that down. 
When they mentioned that they were getting them out, 
that they were out, I wrote it on the pad, 1:33 p.m. 

So I basically got stuck over here now. I'm on top of 
Squad 1's rig that's now crushed. 

Q. You were there? 

A. Right here. They were parked on Liberty, 
right on this corner, I guess. They were on the 
southwest. 


Q. Liberty and West? 
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A. Liberty and West. They're right here. Squad 
1. Rescue 5 was parked here. We were using this 
engine here to pump off of and there were a bunch of 
rigs, ambulances all over, cop cars, everything 
crushed, on fire. All the rigs over here were on 
fire. These rigs were on fire. 

So, basically, what was happening now, guys 
started showing up. For a while there it was just the 
ten of us, and then now, all of a sudden, I don't know 
where they were coming from, but firemen for some 
reason started showing up over here. It was pretty 
good, actually, because they must have spotted me up 
there and they started coming up and we started 
assembling them as companies. Five guys. If we had an 
officer, we would stick an officer with them. Chief 
Blaich would just turn around to me and say, "Send me 
ten guys, give me six guys, give me eight guys, ten 
guys." I kept pointing to him up in here somewhere, I 
guess, and he would just send them out where he had to 
send them. 

We started getting bigger and bigger. I 
wrote down how many companies. Chief Mosier, who works 
here now and I work with him, was in charge of 90 West 


trying to put the fire out, and later on Chief Hayden 
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came up and relieved Chief Blaich basically, told him 
to move up. 

Now I'm standing next to Chief Hayden and 
some guy from OEM office -- Hayden was at the job. I 
didn't know. He knew so much more than me. I didn't 
have a handie-talkie, so I had a disadvantage. I 
didn't know what they were communicating to one 
another. But he got up on the rig next to me and he 
said basically his concern was that he didn't want to 
lose anymore firefighters, that too many guys were dead 
already, and he basically called Mosier aside and told 
him, "Get everybody out of 90 West. Fuck the 
building. Let it go." 

Later on he came over and told me, as I'm 
standing next to him, you know, I was still assigning 
companies, the street is filling up with guys, starting 
to flood up with guys. I assumed by now it was about 
2:30 in the afternoon. He kind of took me on the side 
and he said -- at this point it started to clear. You 
could see a little bit and now you could see that thing 
sticking up over here, I don't know what it was, that 
thing that you always see now in the pictures, and I 
realized that the tower was gone. 


Q. This is the first time that you realized that 
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they both had collapsed? 


A. Yes. About 3:00 o'clock in the afternoon. 


Q. 3:00 o'clock in the afternoon? 

A. And I realized fucking everyone's dead. 

Q. You were initially there at just before 
11:00? 


A. I guess 10:30, 11:00. I assume, looking back 
and thinking, the second one must have collapsed as we 


were walking up. We heard it. But you couldn't see 


anything. 

Q. You couldn't see in all the smoke? 

A. You couldn't see anything. 

Q. Were people running towards you, away from 
you? 


A. Oh, yes. There were people all in Battery 
Park, people all over the place. We didn't run through 
that major crowd I see on the news now. But they were 
all along the fences. There were civilians everywhere 
covered with shit. 

I remember Chief Hayden saying to me, "We 
have a six-story building over there, a seven-story 
building, fully involved." At that time he said, "7 
has got fire on several floors." He said, "We've got a 


ten-story over there, another ten-story over there, a 
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six-story over there, a 13-story over there." He just 
looked at me and said, "Fuck 'em all. Let ‘em burn." 

He said, "Just tell the guys to keep looking for guys. 
Just keep looking for the brothers. We've got people 

trapped. We've got to get them out." 

That was our focus for the next 48 hours, and 
basically that's it. I don't know. After that, I 
remember the next biggest project was to find our men 
from the north. Now I realized that there were other 
people around. There was a northwest command post. 
They were up here somewhere. Then I heard there was 
another command post over here somewhere. 

Chief Hayden must have come down from here 
because I remember we were running through these 
buildings. This is what we were using to get back and 
forth to talk to one another. There was a lobby here 
you could cut through and you'd come out over here. 
This glass was all crushed. You would come out on this 
side and we were running messages back and forth 
sometimes when we had to get stuff up there and you 
couldn't get through on the radios. 

Then we found out, I guess around 3:00 
o'clock, that they thought 7 was going to collapse. 


So, of course, we've got guys all in this pile over 
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here and the main concern was get everybody out, and I 
guess it took us over an hour and a half, two hours to 
get everybody out of there. 

Q. Initially when you were there, you had said 
you heard a few Maydays? 

A. Oh, yes. We had Maydays like crazy. 

Q. You were getting radio transmissions? 

A. There were people talking. The guys I've 
talked to that were with us heard voices and were 
shouting to people. We had heard pass alarms, but then 
we didn't hear voices, no more pass alarms. The heat 
must have been tremendous. There was so much fucking 
fire there. This whole pile was burning like crazy. 
Just the heat and the smoke from all the other 
buildings on fire, you couldn't see anything. 

So it took us a while and we ended up backing 
everybody out, and that's when 7 collapsed. Then, 
basically, after 7 collapsed, I went over and told the 
Chief that -- by then they had companies with 
handie-talkies, masks. You've got to remember, the 
first 200 guys went in there with no handie-talkies, no 
masks, some of them with bunker gear, some without. A 
lot of guys I recognized. I'm on the job 23 years, so 


I know a lot of guys, and they were just coming up to 


17 
W. RYAN 


me. It was good to see everybody was there trying to 
do something. 

Basically, we fell back for 7 to collapse, 
and then we waited a while and it got a lot more 
organized, I would guess. By then there was some heavy 
equipment showing up and the Chiefs took over, and I 
basically kind of slipped away from the Chiefs because 
I didn't want to be doing what I was doing anymore. I 
kind of felt stuck there. 

I just got myself up in the pile and did a 
little digging and stuff, and I just looked around. I 
probably stayed until 2:00 a.m., and then I went home, 
slept, got up the next morning and went back up there. 
I didn't sleep well. I just went home to have my wife 
and kids see me. I took a shower. 

Q. Were you able to get in touch with your 
family? 

A. I had called my wife. I called her from the 
ferry. She was at work. She said, "Do you see what's 
going on at the World Trade Center?" I actually was on 
the Staten Island Rapid Transit. I said, "Yes. I can 
see it from the train window." So she said, "What are 
you going to do?" I said, "Listen, I've got to go 


there." She said, "All right. Be careful. I'll see 
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you later." I told her I loved her and I just left. I 
was at the ferry when I called, and I ended up calling 
her again at about 4:00 o'clock in the afternoon from a 
position over here. I went in there to take a leak and 
I just looked around. I guess when we fell back for 7 
to collapse I called her. I found a phone that worked, 
a landline, and I got through to her. I didn't know 
the Pentagon got hit. I didn't know. She started 
telling me all that shit. 

Q. She was relieved to hear from you? 

A. I was crying and I just -- that's it. 
Basically that's it. I mean, the rest is history. But 
that was my first half hour or whatever. Just five 
hours of chaos. 

MR. CASTORINA: This concludes the interview 
with Lieutenant William Ryan. The time now is 1:42, 
1342 hours. Thank you, Lieutenant. 


LIEUTENANT RYAN: Thanks, fellas. 


